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ABSTRACT 
 
The following report will consider what has 
come to be known as mobile learning 
(m-learning), describe a number of mobile 
devices and their potential applications for 
the instruction of Modern Foreign 
Languages (MFL) with reference to 
applications in use, potential applications, 
and studies to date. Finally, it will situate 
these applications within the context of 
existing pedagogical principles and. identify 
future issues and considerations surrounding 
the incorporation of mobile learning in 
education. 
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1) INTRODUCTION 
    
Mobile technologies such as the cellular phone 
are a ubiquitous aspect of modern life. Students 
entering universities today take it for granted 
that from almost any location and at almost any 
time they can make telephone calls, send mail, 
listen to music, take pictures or videos and 
perform a range of other functions that are 
made possible by mobile technologies. Indeed, 
students are often more adept at employing 
these mobile technologies than many of their 
instructors. This was made altogether clear to 
the author in the twilight one evening, when he 
witnessed a student riding his bicycle - all the 
while inputting something on his mobile phone. 
Within such a context there is an excellent 
opportunity for educational institutions to make 
effective use of student capabilities in this 
domain. In an environment where financial 
resources are often strained to meet 
Information Technology (IT) needs, schools 
should actively examine and pilot educational 
applications of mobile technologies, devices 
which students have purchased themselves and 
often are able to make powerful use of without 
any instruction from their professors. The 
following report will consider what has come to 
be known as mobile learning (m-learning), 
describe a number of mobile devices and their 
potential applications for the instruction of 
Modern Foreign Languages (MFL) with 
reference to applications in use, potential 
applications, and studies to date. Finally, it will 
situate these applications within the context of 
existing pedagogical principles and identify 
future issues and considerations surrounding 
the incorporation of mobile learning in 
education. 
 
2) MOBILE LEARNING AND RELEVANT 
TECHNOLOGY 
 
M-learning is an emerging consideration in 
education which is being driven by 
technological improvements in three areas – 
increased computing power and memory in 
handheld devices, better communications 
infrastructures, and the development of 
intelligent, user-friendly interfaces. For the 
purposes of this report, mobile devices will be 
defined as devices that are small enough to fit 
comfortably in a pocket or purse, that have 
software features, and which are used for 
computing, communication, entertainment, or 
educational purposes. Mobile learning will be 
considered as any type of learning which 
employs mobile devices to engage in learning 
and which occurs in an environment that is 
unconstrained by location. With the exception 
of Personal digital assistants (PDAs) and 
Personal Response Systems (PRSs), this report 
will focus mainly on mobile devices and 
functions which are in common usage by 
students in their personal lives. 
2.1) PERSONAL DIGITAL ASSISTANTS  
 
One device which has had great potential where 
mobile learning is concerned is the PDA. PDAs 
are sophisticated handheld devices that perform 
many of the functions of desktop and notebook 
computers. Recent models are equipped for 
wireless Internet and e-mail access, as well as 
multimedia functions. They can be used for 
word processing, spreadsheets, databases, and 
also include personal organizer software for 
functions such as maintaining a diary, scheduler, 
calendar, to-do lists, and so on. A pilot project 
which occurred recently at two Canadian 
community colleges (Roberts, Beke, Zen, 
Mercer, & Soetaert, 2003) reported the mixed 
results of an attempt to assess the 
effectiveness of PDAs as a learning device. 
Of 300 participating students, 100 were 
given PDAs, 50 were given laptops, and 150 
students made up a control group. Results at 
one institution showed the average grade for 
the PDA group to be significantly higher 
statistically than the control group, however 
no such statistical difference was reported at 
the other institution. Both faculty and 
students at each institution reported that they 
found the increased potential of the use of 
PDAs was helpful for learning and 
instruction, however there were issues 
constraining widespread use of the devices 
for educational purposes. Chief among the 
impediments was their cost. Due to the high 
price of owning and operating them, PDAs 
have a low market penetration rate and are 
not in general use by students. Because of 
their many potential education applications, 
it would be intriguing to explore the 
possibilities allowed by providing them to 
students. Unfortunately, this is 
cost-prohibitive at present. Therefore, 
despite their immense potential, further 
consideration of widespread PDA use for 
educational purposes is not a consideration 
of this report. An assessment of their 
potential, however, has been a useful 
exercise because many of their functions are 
being incorporated into a more common 
device described next. 
 
2.2) MOBILE PHONES 
 
A more pervasive, and therefore important 
device to consider for its educational 
applications is the mobile phone. There has 
never been a device that has spread so 
rapidly and with so many implications as the 
mobile phone. A recent report from the 
International Telecommunications Union 
(2007) reported that the number of mobile 
phone subscribers tripled in the five years up 
to 2005, reaching well over 2 billion in 2005, 
and it is forecast that this figure will reach 3 
billion subscribers in 2008. Over 95% of 
households in Japan owned cellular phones 
in 2005 (Ipsos Insight, 2006a). A study by 
Thornton and Houser (2005) found that 
100% of 333 participating Japanese 
university students had mobile phones which 
could view standard web pages as well as 
send and receive standard Internet e-mail. 
Mobile phones vary in their capabilities, but 
many recent mobile phones feature the 
principal advantages of PDAs and include a 
range of functionalities that are more than 
ample for numerous applications in an 
educational setting. 
 
Today’s mobile phones provide an 
opportunity to enrich and enliven 
conventional lessons, and allow for 
independent and collaborative undertakings. 
They are unobtrusive and fit back in the 
learner’s pocket after use. Furthermore, they 
allow teachers to circumvent learners’ 
sometimes low IT skills in the computing 
domain by employing knowledge of mobile 
phones that learners have acquired for their 
own purposes, such as sharing music, 
sending mail to friends, or playing games.  
 
2.2.1. Mobile Phone Features  
Current model phones, especially “smart 
phones,” include an increasing number of the 
following features in various combinations: 
• camera/video 
• voice recording 
• Bluetooth or infrared file transfer 
capability 
• internet access 
• keyboard/handwriting recognition 
• standard word processing database 
capabilities 
• global positioning (GPS) 
• external media link/expandable 
memory slot 
• voice over Internet protocol (VOIP) 
applications such as Skype (2007) 
• instant messaging 
 
The above features make it possible for 
students to realize ambitious projects which not 
only further their language skills, but also build 
the student’s confidence, strengthen valuable 
skills that can be used in the everyday world, 
and are personally relevant and meaningful for 
them. As another researcher has noted, “The 
new technologies allow students to have more 
control over their own learning, to think 
analytically and critically, and to work 
collaboratively. This ‘constructivist’ approach 
is one effort at educational reform made easier 
by technology and perhaps even driven by it” 
(Kosakowski, 1998, p. 1). For the past four 
years the author has assigned homework to 
students over summer vacation and the New 
Year’s holiday requiring them to take at least 
five pictures using their mobile phones. 
Students make presentations based on the 
pictures in a context where they have 
ownership of the material, and they are the 
‘experts’ who decide what is important. The 
exercises allow them to make meaningful use 
of their language skills and to communicate 
with their peers within a framework that makes 
use of their personal interests, all the while in a 
manner that allows them to generate and 
strengthen knowledge connections in the form 
of their own learning product. Another exercise 
which makes similar use of mobile phones is 
short video skits with improvised or prescribed 
dialogs for groups of multiple students. Such 
video applications incorporate a social element 
that promotes interaction, collaboration and 
negotiation, all of which are important elements 
for most modern pedagogies, such as 
Communicative Language Teaching, Cognitive 
Constructivism, Social Constructivism, 
Sociocultural Theory and Learner Centered 
Instruction.  
 
2.2.2. Bluetooth 
Bluetooth (2007) or infrared file transfer 
systems and mobile phone voice recorders 
make a number of other exercises possible that 
will extend teachers’ abilities to monitor 
student efforts and to give and receive feedback 
on an individual basis. The author recently 
performed an experiment where he recorded 
someone’s voice using a mobile phone and 
transferred it to his computer via Bluetooth 
technology. The file is five seconds long and 
occupies 12kb on disc. It took under two 
seconds to transfer it to the computer. Given 
these results it is within the realm of 
imagination to have students record and submit 
their in-class pair discussions, to set dialogs 
with open or prescribed topics, and to assign 
homework where students recite passages as 
part of a sound system learning agenda. I am 
recently finished an experiment in which use of 
this technology was a key element for assessing 
the impact of explicit instruction of prosodic 
speech. Using Bluetooth, it was anticipated it 
would be possible in a class of 48 students to 
assign a thirty-second dialog transcribed into 
prosodic speech, have students record it and 
upload it onto a public folder on the instructor’s 
computer. Unfortunately, Bluetooth is not yet a 
common feature on Japanese mobile phones, 
and so the data was transmitted by having the 
students mail me their recordings. Other 
applications made possible by Bluetooth 
include the potential for students to record or 
write comments or communicate with their 
teacher in a form that is anonymous, if they 
wish, and always discrete. The potential also 
exists to download standard word processing 
and database files from the teacher’s computer 
when they are made available in a public folder. 
Another experiment that I performed achieved 
a transfer of an Excel (2003) spreadsheet from 
a mobile phone to the my computer in 
approximately four seconds. 
 
2.2.3. Other applications 
Other mobile learning applications that are 
currently possible if wireless Internet is 
employed include numerous opportunities for 
spoken and written communication and study. 
Thornton and Houser (2005) set a vocabulary 
development program for their students using 
web-based short message service (SMS) where 
93% of their students evaluated the exercise as 
a valuable teaching method. Attewell (2005) 
reported that SMS is being used to good effect 
for a mini-language course in southern Italy. 
Improvements in mobile phones also make 
synchronous and asynchronous collaborative 
undertakings a distinct possibility in the near 
future, something that was formerly only 
possible with a web camera and a PC,. Finally, 
mobile books are a growing form of diversion 
for commuters and soon should be available at 
a price that will make them a viable option in 
reading courses. Torstar, the world’s largest 
publisher of romance and women’s literature, 
recently announced it will make all its new 
titles available online for downloading in the 
coming year (“Harlequin to make,” 2007). 
 
2.2.4 Known issues  
There are a number of known issues that should 
be considered when implementing mobile 
learning, including the following. Viruses are 
beginning to make an appearance in the mobile 
world. A virus named Cabir has been recently 
discovered, and has the potential to infect 
phones which use the Symbian operating 
system via Bluetooth (Attewell, 2005). Privacy 
and data protection are issues that must also 
carefully be monitored in an m-learning 
environment. Finally, there have been studies in 
the past which suggested that low levels of 
radiofrequency energy exposure might 
accelerate the development of cancer in 
laboratory animals, however these studies have 
failed to be replicated, and more recent studies 
have shown no adverse health effect associated 
with mobile phone usage. Both the United 
States Food and Drug Administration (FDA) 
and the United Kingdom’s National 
Radiological Protection Board (NRPB) have 
issued reports concluding that there is no solid 
evidence of adverse health effects from 
exposure to radiofrequency energy while using 
wireless communication devices for everyday 
use (United States Food and Drug 
Administration, 2005). 
 
2.2.5 Future directions 
At least two developments that are likely in the 
near future make mobile learning with devices 
such as the mobile phone an even more 
powerful opportunity. First, mobile phone 
providers will be able to offer increased speed 
potential as TV broadcasters hand back the 
wireless spectrum that analog TV now occupies 
and providers fill the void. The 700 mHz 
spectrum will provide faster Internet access 
than today’s cellular or even Wifi networks, all 
the while working without interruption, even in 
poor weather (Stephens, 2007). Second, recent 
reports (Informa Telecoms & Media, 2007) are 
documenting a gradual shift towards open 
source operating systems for mobile phones. 
Up to now, mobile phone manufacturers have 
been doing everything in-house. This is 
increasingly being seen as a drawback for them, 
as it consumes too much time and too many 
resources. Google is leading an Open Handset 
Alliance of some 30 technology and mobile 
companies which are developing an open 
source platform that should become available 
in the near future (Google 2007). Open source 
operating systems would make it possible for 
users to download freeware and 
custom-designed software, which would be 
universal. In such an environment, it would be 
increasingly easy to design and deliver mobile 
educational applications which are a seamless 
part of the course curriculum and are ready for 
students to download as part of their course 
preparation prior to the beginning of the school 
year. 
 
2.3) Personal Response Systems (PRSs) 
 
PRSs are in-class electronic polling systems 
which employ specialized radio-frequency 
handheld devices connected to a laptop 
computer via a USB hub. The system can be 
set up in any classroom in a few minutes. The 
student remotes associated with this system 
allow for every student to respond to every 
question that their teacher asks. Student 
responses are aggregated and stored in 
computer files that can be made accessible in 
real time, both for grading purposes and for 
educational research to improve the quality of 
teaching. An example of a teaching question 
used by the author in recent language classes 
is “What do you think of the July-August 
vacation term at Tsukuba University?” The 
response of every student is compiled and 
results are immediately available for display 
as a pie or bar graph, and make for the basis 
of more extended and meaningful discussion 
and instruction in the target language. The 
PRS system can be used in lecture courses to 
more deeply involve students in learning 
material, to give quizzes, to administer 
surveys, and even to verify attendance. 
Questions are presently available in 
True/False, multiple-choice, numerical, 
survey, serial, and short answer (text to 11 
letters) forms, and work is ongoing to 
recognize other input forms such as phrases 
and even sentences. A comparable language 
laboratory system is many times the price of 
these units. Makers of the units claim the 
devices can be used for lectures of up to 2000 
(two thousand) students (Interwrite Learning, 
2007). 
 
PRS units allow teachers to better fulfill the 
expectations of learner-centered pedagogy and 
constructivist principles in numerous ways. 
They allow an instructor to monitor student 
understanding, reveal common misperceptions 
and promote subsequent group discussion. 
Students receive much more feedback, and the 
devices allow them to remain anonymous. 
Peer-evaluation applications are also possible 
with this technology. 
 
2.4) Electronic dictionaries 
 
Electronic dictionaries are a part of the mobile 
learning rubric that have been in use for many 
years now. Electronic dictionaries also include 
full encyclopedias that allow students access to 
a wealth of information. Students can 
investigate alternate sources of information 
during content/sheltered content lectures and 
the devices can be used to promote critical 
thinking and the exchange of information in the 
target language between students. MFL 
instructors can encourage students to make use 
of such tools to mitigate gaps in understanding 
by investigating class topics in their L1 using 
their dictionaries and thus overcoming 
comprehension issues associated with a lack of 
background information. 
 
2.5) Mobile gaming devices 
 
Entertainment devices such as Nintendo’s DS 
lite and Sony’s PSP are becoming increasingly 
common and may also be used as mobile 
learning tools. They are part of a market that is 
coming to be known as “edutainment”, and 
they allow users to study the vocabulary of a 
foreign language as part of a systematic, graded 
program that gives the learner feedback about 
their progress. Programs such as Eigo Zuke 
(2007) are also available for these units which 
enable study in a game-like format of 
standardized tests such as the SAT, the TOEIC, 
and the TOEFL. 
 
2.5) Personal media players  
 
Personal Media Players (PMPs) make powerful 
use of the MP3 format to enable learners to 
download various files, such as podcasts to 
further their knowledge as part of formal or 
informal learning experiences. Many students 
own MP3 devices and use them to download 
and listen to music, although they can be used 
for study, too. A recent search using Google 
yielded close to 1.4 million hits for ESL/EFL 
sites such as ESL Café or eslpod.com, where 
students can access listening texts of authentic 
and sheltered learning materials. 
 
3) OUTLOOK 
 
There is an immediate need to make industry 
aware of the needs of educators where mobile 
learning is concerned, but those needs may go 
unidentified until the use of mobile devices 
becomes more widespread in education. For 
example, devices such as the PRS described 
above use radio frequency kindred to Bluetooth 
and interface with relatively simple software 
that could easily be packaged into a cellular 
phone. However, without input from 
educational institutions, makers are hardly 
aware of, let alone concerned with 
incorporating such features in to their future 
designs. Keegan’s (2002) statement still rings 
true: 
[W]ireless technologies and 
applications are replacing wired ones: 
e-commerce is moving to m-[mobile] 
commerce, m-business is replacing 
e-business … the list of 3G (third 
generation) wireless services is 
breathtaking, with applications already 
developed for refrigerators, business 
and the home … only in the fields of 
education and training are there no 
applications in development or 
planning. (p. 10 ) 
 
Modern education needs to integrate mobile 
devices into existing teaching practices in a 
manner that expands them but does not replace 
them. Mobile learning should be an opportunity 
to enliven and activate our students by 
transforming them from passive recipients of 
knowledge to enquiring participants who make 
use of technology to better understand their 
environment and mitigate the demands it places 
on them. 
Technology cannot exist in a vacuum. 
To realize its potential, it has to be more 
effectively incorporated in to the whole 
education environment and its results should be 
assessed as part of the entire instructional 
process, with due consideration of instructional 
design, content, and teaching strategies 
associated with both the technology and the 
classroom environment. Until educational 
institutions and teachers attempt to use the 
resources at their disposal, there will be an 
increasingly widening gap between educational 
practices and the reality that is the world 
outside the classroom. 
 
4) CONCLUSION 
 
Author Marc Prensky (2004) has written that a 
discontinuity has taken place in the world’s 
most recent generation that has changed the 
modern context so fundamentally that it may be 
considered a singularity, from which there is no 
return. He contends that current students’ 
ubiquitous and constant exposure to technology 
and their interaction with it have had the effect 
that they “think and process information 
fundamentally differently from their 
predecessors” (italics in original). Prensky 
refers to this generation as “digital natives,” as 
opposed to their “digital immigrant” 
predecessors, and extends the analogy by using 
terms such as “digital accent,” which closely 
parallel the native speaker non-native speaker 
parlance of the MFL profession (Prensky, 2004 
pp. 1-2). His point is that it is essential in the 
years to come for teachers to consider students’ 
perspectives of the world and make efforts to 
employ technology in the classroom if they 
wish to keep education relevant. While 
Prensky’s assessment of today’s situation is 
somewhat premature, the technology described 
in this report would easily be perceived as 
relevant by students and well received, if it was 
used competently and in conjunction with clear 
educational objectives. The technology 
presented above has great potential for 
application in modern education and it is easily 
wed to longstanding principles of sound 
pedagogy. It has the potential to take learning 
outside the confines of the classroom, as well 
as to bring the larger world in to the classroom. 
It is unconstrained by time or space, and 
promotes a vision of learning that fosters 
learner-centered instruction, collaboration and 
life long learning. There is an urgent need for 
further debate, research, and consideration as to 
how mobile technology can be applied in 
modern education. Today is the time for 
tomorrow. 
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